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Nebraska Cooperative Extension NF92-67 (Revised May 1998)
Nutrition and the Athlete 
Weight Control for Wrestlers 
Linda Boeckner, Extension Nutrition Specialist, University of Nebraska Panhandle Research and 
Extension Center  
The American College of Sports Medicine warns that "weight cutting" through a combination of food 
restriction, fluid deprivation and dehydration can be harmful. Restrictions of food and/or fluid can 
hinder normal growth and development in young athletes, impair performance, and endanger the 
wrestler's health. Coaches and trainers must consider the long-term needs of their student athletes.  
The pursuit of weight loss by wrestlers before and during the competitive season is a common but 
unhealthy practice. A combination of food and fluid restriction as well as induced sweating procedures 
frequently are used to lose weight. The publication, Sports Nutrition: A Guide for the Professional 
Working with Active People, indicates some of the harmful effects such practices have on the body:  
z reduced muscular strength  
z decreased endurance  
z increased sodium and potassium losses from the body  
z lower oxygen delivery to muscles  
z reduced heat regulatory function  
z lower blood volumes  
High school wrestlers report frequent and rapid weight loss-regain cycles in a season. This can result in 
increased fatigue, anxiety and anger. Athletes are often not able to compete at their best. In extreme 
cases, death has resulted.  
Encouraging weight loss in young athletes who already have a fairly low percent body fat is a problem. 
The American College of Sports Medicine recommends that male athletes 16 years and younger with a 
body fat below 7 percent and those over 16 years with a body fat below 5 percent need medical 
clearance before being allowed to compete.  
Another concern about strict weight recommendations for young wrestlers is the potential for interfering 
in normal growth processes. Male adolescent growth spurts typically occur at the ages of 12 to 16. Many 
young male wrestlers have more growing to do. Following extremely low calorie diets to reach an 
unrealistic weight could hinder growth. The minimal caloric needs of high school and college wrestlers 
range from 1700 to 2500 kilocalories per day depending on size and shape. Under rigorous training, 
caloric needs may increase by another 1000 kilocalories per day. Wrestlers should not eat less than their 
minimum daily need.  
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Sample food group servings for 3 minimum 







Bread Group 6 9 10
Vegetable Group 3 4 5
Fruit Group 2 3 4
Mild Group 3 3 3
Meat Group (ounces) 6 6 7
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